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Abstract: I work as a chaplain with people with intellectual disability in a church 
based agency which provides lifestyle support for people who have moved from 
institutions to community living. In my work I support people in spiritual distress. 
This presentation will consider the stories of people with disability who struggle 
with conceptual Christian beliefs.  It will also highlight the need for keeping 
metaphors grounded in reality. Ethical considerations of embodiment and 
embeddedness will be explored. 
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Today I want to briefly tell three stories from my pastoral work with people with 
intellectual disability. I acknowledge that there are many issues worthy of 
discussion in each story, but I will confine myself to a different issue that arises 
from each story. 
 
The first story is of a woman who was feeling alone and afraid of the dark. During 
the course of our conversation she said, “I want a hug from God”. 
This statement seems to raise an underlying question of ‘Where is God?’ 
 
Historically the Western Christian tradition has declared that God all powerful, all 
knowing, always present and yet is invisible and unreachable except by faith in 
Christ (Robinson, Shaw, 1983, p.230). No hugs here. 
 
Following the Reformation  and the subsequent secularisation of the Western 
Church, the advent of modernism and the scientific method, rational thought 
arrived at the conclusion, in the words of Nietzsche and Heidegger, that God is 
dead and metaphysics is dissolved (Vattimo, 2002, p.4). No hugs here either. 
 
Vattimo (ibid. p.3) declares that through the study of these two philosophers his 
Christian faith was revived. Vattimo’s critique of Nietzsche (ibid, p.90) suggests 
that the God who is dead is the God constructed by the imperialist Western 
Church to support its claim to divine authority and power.  
Vattimo (ibid. p.91) goes on to say that the death of an imperialist God and the 
dissolution of metaphysics opens the door to the dimensions of faith and 
experience, of historicity and contingency. In effect Vattimo (ibid, p.112) is 
describing the incarnation of God in the person of Jesus.  It is with these notions 
of how God is present with us, as being within each living creature, a God whose 
love is unconditional, that I could say to the woman who wanted a hug from God 
‘When you receive a hug from someone who loves you for who you are, it is like 
receiving a hug from God’. 
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The key word here is relationships. We are gregarious animals. We need to be in 
relationships with others. It is the quality of these relationships that is important.  
 
The second story is about a young man whose mother was dying. I was asked to 
go and speak with him about death and dying. During the course of our 
conversation I was explaining how all living things die eventually. When I said 
that I would die one day too, he began to cry. Through his tears he said, “Don’t 
say that.  For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten son, that 
whosoever believes in him will not perish, but have everlasting life.” I was 
stunned. He went on to say that he would not die and quoted John 3:16 again. 
 
I did not know what to say in response to a spiritual belief from a heavily 
theologized book like the Gospel of John, being translated into a concrete reality. 
It seemed to me that he was in for a rude shock. This experience prompts 
questions about how to interpret the Bible, particularly with people with 
intellectual disability who tend to read the world emotionally, concretely and in 
the immediate. 
 
I would suggest that the literal reading of any text at best is risky and at worst is 
dangerous. In the religious setting it could constitute spiritual abuse. 
The assertion of the young man based on his literal interpretation of the text may 
have been a spiritual truth but it was a physical fiction that was going to hurt him 
in the future. 
To read John 3:16 literally outside of its historical and cultural context is to open 
the door to possible scenarios of child sacrifice, domestic violence or vicarious 
violence. I believe that John 3:16 only makes sense in the context of the 
Passover, the economy of salvation and Jesus own free choice to honour his 
relationship with God. Interpretations of ancient texts cannot be literal, especially 
when we are interpreting the English translation which is itself an interpretation of 
Hebrew and Greek texts.  
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We need to acknowledge our history, our limitations of embodiment and 
embeddedness in time and space and culture and race and gender and status 
and ability when it comes to the task of interpretation. Caputo (2000,p.56) 
commends not only being faithful to our natural limitations for interpretation, but 
also to be open and responsive to the other in our interpretations of written texts 
and human texts. This requires trust and hospitality and friendship (ibid. p.57-59).  
  
It would seem that the only way forward with the young man of this story is to 
maintain a relationship of growing trust  so that when the difficult day arrives, 
when the certainties of life crumble, appropriate support and care can be given in 
the spirit of hospitality and friendship. 
 
The third story is about a woman with multiple disabilities who became seriously 
ill with pneumonia and peritonitis. The afternoon before she was admitted to 
hospital a support worker could hear her talking to somebody. The support 
worker was puzzled because there was nobody else in the house. She went to 
investigate and asked the woman, “Who are you talking to?” The woman 
answered, “I am talking to the angel.” The support worker looked at the foot of 
the specialised ripple waterbed and saw a deep, distinct indentation that could be 
expected if someone was sitting there. The support worker told me that she was 
not religious. She did not believe any of this ‘stuff’ but she felt really ‘spooked’ by 
the experience.  
 
This story disturbs me too. I am not sure about the real presence of angels, let 
alone demons. I prefer to believe that we are the ones who can become ‘angels’ 
and or ‘demons’ to each other. However this story reminds me that I do not know 
all that there is to know. It is a reminder that I need to remain open to other 
people’s truth, to be open to new learning. This openness is a precondition to 
really listening to another person (Vattimo, 2002, p.101). This does not imply that 
I must agree with other peoples truth, rather that I acknowledge the other, accept 
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the uniqueness of the other and learn to celebrate with others the gift that we can 
be to each other. 
The interesting sequel to this story is that when this woman was admitted to 
hospital the doctors said that she was dangerously ill and she would probably die 
in three or four days. However she continued to converse with angels in hospital 
and was discharged from hospital after one week.  
 
To summarise, these three stories remind Christian communicators of the 
centrality of the Incarnation, of God’s presence in the human form of Jesus, in 
the midst of real life, and that this presence continues into the present with us 
through the presence of the Spirit, who is as close to us as our breath and is as 
uncatchable and unknowable as the wind. These stories are also reminders of 
the relationality of God in three persons, whose relationships of love for the other 
calls us into relationships of unconditional positive regard for the other (grace, 
agape love). These two core Christian beliefs open up an ethic where 
relationships ought to be characterized by trust, hospitality and friendship where 
people listen to and learn from each other. 
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